This article argues that it is possible to declare a status confessionis on account of ethical issues. Discussions of the last 50 years confi rm this. The article clarifi es under what circumstances a status confessionis may be declared. It is always necessary to indicate clearly that the confession of the church is affected by the ethical situation in question. It is not suffi cient to give a general reference to the gospel or to the teaching of Christ as the reason for declaring a status confessionis.
INTRODUCTION: BASIC PRINCIPLES
To the question whether an ethical status confessionis is possible, I cannot but answer in the affi rmative. Though there is some vagueness surrounding the term status confessionis, I would like to think that, if a status confessionis is at all possible, then it is defi nitely also possible where ethical questions are concerned.
An ethical status confessionis?
The declaration published by the Moderamen (steering committee) of the Reformierter Bund in 1982, Confessing Jesus Christ and the Responsibility of the Church, 1 has triggered a new discussion on the question of a status confessionis. The catch-word status confessionis has subsequently been used in view of certain ethical questions, especially within the Reformed persuasion.
The World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) does not deny the possibility of an ethical status confessionis in any of its writings. On the contrary, these writings argue strongly for the recognition and acceptance of a status confessionis. The 22nd General Assembly of the WARC in Seoul in 1989 reached the following decision 2 :
Every declaration of the status confessionis is based on the conviction that the integrity of the gospel is at stake. It is a call from error to truth. It demands of the church a clear and unambiguous decision on the truth of the gospel and identifi es the contrary view in doctrine and conduct of life as heretical. The declaring of the status confessionis is related to the practice of the church as well as to her teaching. The practice of the church must conform with her doctrine that demands the declaration of the status confessionis. The declaring of the status confessionis must be directed at a specifi c situation. It draws error that threatens a particular church to light. At the same time the underlying danger of this error endangers the integrity of the preaching of all churches. Declaring the status confessionis in a specifi c situation is simultaneously aimed at all churches
and calls them to join in with the profession of faith. (WARC 1989:n.p.) With this stance the WARC and the Moderamen of the Reformierter Bund in 1982 fi nd themselves in concurrence with a position that Karl Barth and others have taken since the debate on rearmament in 1952.
The feasibility of an ethical status confessionis can also be supported by a reference to the offi cial symbols of unity of the Lutheran church. In the Formula of Concord Solida Declaratio X the following is stated with regard to adiaphora 3 :
We also believe, teach and confess that at the due time of professing the faith, when the enemy seeks to suppress God's word -the sound doctrine of the Holy Gospel -God's entire communion, yea every Christian man, but especially the ministers of the Word as the superintendents of God's communion are in duty bound to confess frankly and publicly not only by word but also by deed and action, on the strength of the word of God, the doctrine and what belongs to the faith as a whole … ( Deutschen Evangelischen Kirchenausschuß 1930:616)
Karlheinz Stoll, the then presiding bishop of the United Evangelical Lutheran Church in Germany (VELKD) articulates the Lutheran reaction to the peace declaration of the Moderamen of the Reformierter Bund in 1982. 4 Although he denies that the response to the issue of weapons of mass destruction should be seen as a status confessionis, he nevertheless expressly affi rms that an ethical status confessionis is possible. In this regard he refers to the above-mentioned assertion in the Formula of Concord as follows:
The already cited sentence in the Formula of Concord, we are "bound to confess not only by word but also by deed and action" is founded on the claim that the Christian has to answer the word of God that is directed at him, at any time and everywhere. In the status confessionis this situation is interrupted or the question of 
Ethical status confessionis as an undeniable option
If an ethical status confessionis is undeniably an option, it is so for valid reasons. The regional Protestant churches (member churches of the Evangelical Church in Germany) adhere to the creeds referred to in the symbols of unity, which are, as a rule, specified in the basic document of a regional church (church constitution/church order/basic order). Human behaviour which arises from specific motives and urges is always accompanied by thoughts and considerations that can be verbalised. People are accountable. They are responsible beings, even if they should refuse to take responsibility. Therefore, according to the Christian view, all condemnable behaviour is based on convictions that are unacceptable to Christian belief. Therefore, 'ethical heresy' rests on doctrinal heresy in the widest sense of the term. For example, the (wrongful) legal system of apartheid was based on a heretical image of humanity. It therefore was absolutely and unconditionally condemnable.
In the case of an ethical status confessionis, the legitimate Christian doctrine is explicated over and against those questionable actions that are not in accordance with Christian doctrine and that are therefore condemned. The General Assembly of the WARC in Seoul in 1989 put it as follows: 'The practice of the church must conform to the profession of faith that demands the declaration of the status confessionis'. Christian Peters points out: 'During the 20th century the term has been used increasingly more imprecisely. For further use this calls for greatest care'. 11 At this point a brief historical overview of the term is necessary.
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ITEMS OF UNCLARITY
After the defeat of the Schmalkaldic League in 1548, the emperor proclaimed an interim settlement in certain areas of church life in the Protestant territories, which lasted until a decision was taken by the general council. This led to controversy among Lutherans as to whether they should yield to the request of an emperor whose armed forces were rather intimidating, or whether to resist even at the price of martyrdom. In opposition to Philip Melanchthon, Matthias Flavius Illyricus held the opinion that under the given circumstances, the return, demanded by the emperor, to certain rituals (e.g. ecclesiastical robes, keeping Lent) could not be made, even though they concerned areas where Christian freedom left a choice. Though such rites could, strictly speaking, be tolerated, for Flavius such an imperial demand ran counter to the confession of the truth of the Gospel -that is, to the Gospel itself. Furthermore, conceding to these demands would irritate Protestant believers. They could not but interpret this as a return to papism (casus scandali). Flavius coined the classical principle: Nihil est adiaphoron in casu confessionis et scandali (Nothing is irrelevant or neutral in the case of professing the faith and of ignominy).
In the following centuries the term casus confessionis was rarely used. Since the end of the nineteenth century the term status confessionis rather than casus confessionis was utilised. The term casus scandali and the matter to which it referred (the effect of ecclesiastical actions on church members and their ensuing irritation at being misled), disappeared from the scene. In defence of the Gospel within the Church itself • Examples of this include the dispute on the interim measures in the 16th century, the church's struggle during the Third Reich, and Bonhoeffer's struggle against the implementation of the Aryan clause (demanding that no Jew should hold office) in the church. Though not quite calling it a status confessionis, Bonhoeffer (in April 1933) also objected to Jews being placed outside of the protection of German law. On the whole, in the case of both Bonhoeffer's and the church's general struggle, a status confessionis was the reaction to specific ecclesiastical decisions (doctrine, membership, admission to the ministry, misuse of leadership power). This was also the case with Karl Koch's inaugural address in Barmen in 1934. 14 In response to political and ethical issues • In parts of the Evangelical Church a new approach (different to the Reformation and particular struggles of church) led to a shift towards the political and ethical use of the term status confessionis which dominates today. The term no longer refers exclusively to ecclesiastical motives, but can also be a response to an evil in the world, a menace to the existence of mankind. This means that not only 'the Christians are taken up on their duty as citizens but that also the church herself is placed in the status confessionis' (Sp. 3488). According to Schloemann this shift had already begun towards the end of the 1930s with Karl Barth turning to a 'witness of a political divine service' (Sp. 3488). It continued with the discussion on rearmament from 1952 onwards, on the resistance to nuclear armament from 1958 onwards, and led up to the Peace Declaration of the Moderamen of the Reformierter Bund in 1982. Schloemann points out that, contrary to traditional ideas, here the 'political responsibility of the church for the world itself' is seen as one of the central characteristics of church unity (Sp. 3488). 
TOWARDS GREATER CLARITY
The statement that the feasibility of an ethical status confessionis is both undenied and undeniable and rests on the assumption the official confession of faith is under threat, which requires necessary measures. By means of a status confessionis the official confession is applied to a specific situation in light of presentday problems. The conclusions that are drawn are presented for all concerned to decide for themselves on the matter.
This connection of the proclamation of the status confessionis and the official confession of the church is rarely expressed clearly. It might arouse vigorous opposition among Reformed Christians, especially in Germany where the term 'confession' (Bekenntnis) and even more so symbol of unity (Bekenntnisschrift) are so closely linked to the Lutheran tradition. No one would want to deny their commitment to the Creed and confession of faith (although the constitution of the ErK is unequivocal on this matter in §1 clause 4). In the consciousness of most church members and especially ministers the word 'confession' does not refer to the official symbols of unity of their church, but rather to professing Jesus Christ or, as the General Assembly of the WARC in Seoul in 1989 said, to 'the integrity of the Gospel'. Their formulation 'the practice of the church must conform with the confession that calls for the declaration of the status confessionis' 23 still leaves the issue of what precisely is meant by confession unanswered.
This focus on Jesus Christ, the Gospel or the Bible rather than on the existing creeds and confessions, is a characteristic feature of Reformed churches, at least in Germany. Thereby they (unwittingly) follow the Enlightenment view that was taken further by the liberal neo-Protestantism of the 19th century. 24 The majority of Reformed theologians in Germany were members of the liberal Protestantenverein (Society of Protestants). Others were formed by pietistic traditions and were therefore indifferent to the official confessions of the church. They preferred to 'base their faith on the Bible' (seeing themselves as 'positive Christians'). Their attitude toward the established confessions of the church lives on among Reformed Protestants -unrecognised but also unbroken. Müller, 19th (Vischer 1982:VI) This statement presupposes that the declaration of a status confessionis refers to a confessio, a symbol of unity, and that this causes specific problems within the Reformed church family.
Some ministers in the ErK today understand §1 clause 4 of the church constitution as that creeds and confessions remain valid until 'a higher perception of the faith, in compliance with Scripture, may lead us further on'. The implication is that one has the freedom to view as Christian doctrine only that which, in accordance with one's own perception, conforms to the testimony of Holy Scripture. In the spirit of theological liberalism they view the quoted formula as authorising individual independent interpretation of the substance of the faith, since every Christian, or at least every professional theologian, has immediate access to God. They understand the famous formula quia et quatenus (the confession is valid because and as far as it is in keeping with Holy Scripture) as the reservatio mentalis (mental reservation) of the theologian. They do not take into consideration that with such an understanding the character of the church as a communion of believers will quickly fade away and the church will become nothing more than an association of like-minded people. This purportedly Reformed 'confessional relativism' does not correspond to the original meaning of that formula of reservation that first appears in similar words in the Basel Confession of 1534. 27 It simply expresses the Reformed scriptural principle that the confession of the church as norma normata must always allow itself to be corrected by Holy Scripture as norma 26.Vischer, L., 1982,'Vorwort', in L. Vischer (ed.) normans. This view is not exclusively Reformed; its importance can also be seen in the Lutheran symbols of unity. 28 But the liberal interpretation of the formula of reservation not only forms the self-perception of the Reformed people but also the perception of other denominations up to this day.
Contrary to the Lutheran tradition, the Reformed tradition has not developed a uniform corpus doctrinae. Reformed confessions in their multiplicity mirror the theological autonomy of the national, territorial and local churches that were 'reformed' according to the Word of God. A single Reformed church can be classified as reformed on the basis of her history rather than an exclusive confessional document. 29 However, this does not imply that the extant confession could be replaced by a newly drafted one at any time. At least in the Reformed churches in Germany during the almost 450 years since the publication of the Heidelberg Catechism in 1563/64 no other document has replaced it in its quality as a symbol of unity. The Barmen Theological Declaration that has acquired the rank of a symbol in quite a few German regional churches is not a new confession or creed, but rather is an explication of the official symbols in light of certain pressing problems of the day. it is built on a Biblical foundation • it explicates the official doctrine of the Church, while • focusing on the controversial matter at hand from this the necessary verdicts of condemnation result. • The proper authority for declaring the status confessionis is the highest court or institution of a church that is the authority for determining the basic confessional testimonial (e.g., for the ErK this is the General Synod, voting with the majority required for altering the church constitution). This follows from the dependence of the status confessionis on the official confessional documents of the church.
In addition, individual Christians or groups of Christians are free to plead for their conviction (and also to do this publicly) that a status confessionis should be called on account of a specific matter. They can attempt to prompt the proper authority of the Church to declare a status confessionis. However, these individual convictions, though they may be testimony to a socalled 'prevailing opinion', have no binding power.
The addressees of a status confessionis proclamation are the members of the church in question; they are asked for a decision on the stand they wish to take regarding the particular matter. This means that not only individual Christians, but the church as a whole is called upon to profess (as an organisation) and become a confessing church. A simple example is the following: should Germany come up with the idea to reintroduce legal slavery, the church would have to proclaim a status confessionis since slavery is irreconcilable with the Christian image of human beings. The consequence of the proclamation of a status confessionis would be that individual Christians should not own slaves themselves, even though it would be legally permitted, and furthermore should use their voice as citizens to stand up against the new law. It would also imply that the Church as an organisation would be compelled to oppose such a plan or a statute, immediately and publicly, without taking into account any disadvantages or danger to herself.
The proclamation of a status confessionis has legal consequences. Firstly, there would be consequences in the church as such: officers of the church (ministers and elders) who take a stand against the substance of the proclaimed status confessionis would lose their office, and church members who insisted on contradicting the content of the status confessionis would face excommunication. A separation is inevitable because in a status confessionis the true church stands up against the false church. As a rule the consequence of the proclamation of the status confessionis would be a schism. Secondly, there are external legal consequences. Existing ties between the church proclaiming a status confessionis and other churches are at stake. If partner churches do not follow suit, then the partnership will break up. Whoever would set off to declare a status confessionis should realise this before they start out. A status confessionis can in no way be had cheaply. If a church chooses to make a clear decision on an important question and it should opt to use the term status confessionis, they should really mean it, know what it is they mean, and be ready to face the consequences.
